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Natural disasters inflict physical, psychosocial, and economic impacts on individuals 
and their communities. Although a substantial number of disaster survivors are 
teenagers (13-19 years), this population group has not been widely investigated, 
especially regarding their views on their post-disaster needs and received supports. Such 
information would be important when planning post-disaster supports for current and 
future disaster-exposed teenagers. The aim of this research therefore, was to explore 
teenagers’ experiences and retrospective views of their needs, supports, and recovery 
following the Canterbury, New Zealand earthquakes. 
 
The first study surveyed 398 Christchurch secondary school students (aged 16-18 years 
[male = 169; female = 229]) who had experienced at least one of the major Canterbury 
earthquakes between September 2010 and June 2011. The survey’s purpose was to 
obtain an overview of teenagers’ experiences (including their needs and supports 
received), using both qualitative and quantitative data. Content analysis of this data 
revealed nine overall themes, including: physical basics, secondary stressors, social 
support, psychological impact, coping, school, support figures, gender, and recovery. 
Decile 2 school participants reported a need for physical basics significantly more than 
deciles 3, 9 and 10, and decile 10 reported a need for social support significantly more 
than decile 2. With gender, females reported a need for social support significantly more 
than males, and males reported a need for physical basics significantly more than 
females. Also, participants reported that their parents/caregivers understood their needs 
better than their siblings and friends, and their teachers were of greater help to them 
following the earthquakes compared to other students in their class.  
 
The second study extended the enquiry and involved six focus groups, each containing 
three to six students aged 16-18 years (male = 13; female = 18). Findings from the first 
study informed these focus group discussions, the aims of which were to gain deeper 
insights into disaster-exposed teenagers’ experiences, needs, and supports. The 
discussions were transcribed and analysed via thematic analysis. This analysis revealed 
seven major areas of importance, including participants’ advice for future planning and 
six others: individual, family, school, community, national and international. The latter 
six areas were incorporated into an ecological model combined with a timeline spanning 
 iii 
from 2010 till 2013. The model demonstrated a number of notable points - for instance, 
immediately after the earthquakes many of the participants’ most important needs was 
to be in the presence of family, to know that family members were safe, and to receive 
comfort from them; however, three years later, participants’ concern had shifted to the 
rebuild of their city and their need for not only the pace to quicken, but also for youth-
focused areas to be built (e.g., for recreational and leisure activities).  
 
The main recommendations from the research include: addressing acute post-disaster 
psychological responses early on and arranging preventative interventions; 
incorporating parental mental health support into youth-focused interventions; 
individually tailoring supports that address differences in gender, living conditions, and 
damage; encouraging youth to talk but not forcing them; having schools resume 
structured routines as soon as possible; providing psychoeducation to teachers, parents 
and guardians regarding typical disaster reactions and coping strategies for youth; and 
providing teenagers with accurate information. It is also recommended that 
communities provide or facilitate entertainment for youth post-disaster; that they 
organise youth-focused volunteer groups; involve youth in rebuild consultations; 
commence the rebuild of a disaster-struck city as soon as possible, and maintain gains in 
progress; distribute important information in multiple languages; and try to ensure that 
media coverage maintains a balance between both positive and negative content.  
 
Possible areas for future research include a deeper investigation into the experiences of 
disaster-exposed international students, the impact of the duration and permanency of 














First of all, I would like to thank the participants. Your honesty and willingness to open 
up about your experiences over the last three years is greatly appreciated, and without it, 
this thesis would not have been possible. To the schools, thank you so much for your 
assistance in recruiting participants and with data collection.  
 
I would also like to express my condolences to the people of Canterbury who 
experienced the immediate and enduring impacts of the earthquakes, and to the families 
and friends of those who were lost on that tragic day.  
 
To my first supervisor, Dr Ruth Tarrant, I am very appreciative of all your guidance and 
support throughout this process. Your openness, kindness, advice and commitment has 
made this experience, not only possible, but as smooth as it could be. To my second 
supervisor, Professor Antonia Lyons – thank you for all your assistance, sensibleness, 
and thoughtfulness, and for reigning in my thematic analysis. In addition, my third 
supervisor, Professor Janet Leathem – thank you for all your input and for casting your 
expert clinical eye over my thesis.  
 
Thank you to Steve Humphries for your statistical advice and availability.  
 
Of course to my family – without your love, encouragement and support, I would not be 
where I am today. Especially, to Mum, thank you for your emotional support and 
always being available on the other end of the phone. To Dad, thanks for your monthly 
visits to Wellington and much welcomed research support and advice.  
 
Finally, to my colleagues in T4. Your support, humour, reassurance, and daily lunch 
breaks have not only helped me get through this challenging qualification and research 
thesis, but have made it enjoyable as well. To Tamyra Matthews and Shekinah 
Manning-Jones, thanks so much for being my sounding boards throughout this process. 
Your humour and well-timed distractions have helped ease stressful times, and your 




TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................... ii 
ACKNOWLDEGMENTS ............................................................................................. iv 
TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................ v 
LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................... xi 
LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................................... xii 
LIST OF APPENDICES .............................................................................................. xiii 
 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ........................................................................... 1 
The Canterbury Earthquakes ................................................................................... 1  
Additional contextual information ................................................................. 2 
Natural Disasters ...................................................................................................... 5  
Psychosocial impact ....................................................................................... 6 
Organisation of the Thesis ....................................................................................... 7 
 
CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON DISASTER-EXPOSED 
CHILDREN AND TEENAGERS .................................................................................. 9 
Psychosocial Impact on Children and Teenagers .................................................... 9 
Historical overview of children's disaster responses .................................... 11 
Acute stress responses .................................................................................. 12 
Chronic stress responses ............................................................................... 13 
Time course of post-disaster effects. ............................................................ 13 
Developmental effects on responses ............................................................ 15 
Preschool children (ages 3-5 years) .................................................... 15 
Middle childhood (ages 6-12 years) ................................................... 16 
Teenagers (ages 13-19 years) ............................................................. 16 
Psychopathology .......................................................................................... 19 
Posttraumatic stress disorder .............................................................. 19 
Acute stress disorder ........................................................................... 21 
Other anxiety disorders ....................................................................... 21 
Depression .......................................................................................... 22 
Causes of post-disaster psychopathology. .................................................... 23 
Stress ................................................................................................... 23 
Loss ..................................................................................................... 23 
Cognitions ........................................................................................... 24 
Control ................................................................................................ 25 
Factors Influencing Psychosocial Impact .............................................................. 25 
Coping strategies. ......................................................................................... 26 
Gender differences in coping strategies .............................................. 27 
Risk factors. .................................................................................................. 28 
Event-level risk factors ....................................................................... 28 
Individual-level risk factors ................................................................ 29 
Exposure .................................................................................... 29 
 vi 
Bereavement and separation ...................................................... 30 
Damage to the environment and relocation ............................... 30 
Age ............................................................................................ 32 
Resilience .................................................................................. 32 
Socio-Economic Status (SES) ................................................... 33 
Ethnic minorities ....................................................................... 34 
Gender ....................................................................................... 34 
Secondary stressors ................................................................... 36 
Family-level risk factors ..................................................................... 36 
Community-level risk factors (including social support) ................... 38 
Media exposure ......................................................................... 42 
Post-Disaster Youth-Focused Supports ................................................................. 42 
Educating people within the natural social contexts of young people  ........ 43 
Family system .............................................................................................. 44 
School system ............................................................................................... 45 
Gaps in the Literature ............................................................................................ 48 
Youths' voice ................................................................................................ 50 
 
CHAPTER THREE: THE PRESENT STUDY ......................................................... 52 
Aims ....................................................................................................................... 52 
Rationale for Study Approach ............................................................................... 53 
Research Questions ................................................................................................ 55 
Potential Implications of the Study ........................................................................ 57 
 
CHAPTER FOUR: STUDY 1 METHODOLOGY .................................................... 59 
Design .................................................................................................................... 59 
Recruitment ............................................................................................................ 60 
Sampling strategy ......................................................................................... 60 
Recruiting schools ........................................................................................ 61 
Participants ............................................................................................................ 63 
Sample size ................................................................................................... 63 
Survey .................................................................................................................... 64 
Procedure ............................................................................................................... 65 
Prize draw ..................................................................................................... 66 
Ethical Considerations ........................................................................................... 67 
Analysis ................................................................................................................. 68 
Quantitative data management and analysis ................................................ 68 
Power analysis .................................................................................... 69 
Internal consistency ............................................................................ 70 
Qualitative data management and analysis .................................................. 70 
Process ................................................................................................ 70 
Inter-coder reliability .......................................................................... 71 
 
CHAPTER FIVE: STUDY 1 RESULTS ..................................................................... 73 
Relocation .............................................................................................................. 74 
 vii 
Worst Earthquake and Location When It Hit ........................................................ 75 
Needs ..................................................................................................................... 75 
Personal needs .............................................................................................. 75 
Extent to which personal needs were met ........................................... 76 
Siblings' needs .............................................................................................. 77 
Needs and school deciles .............................................................................. 77 
School deciles and extent to which needs were met ........................... 78 
Gender differences in the three most important needs ................................. 79 
Support ................................................................................................................... 80 
Immediate helpful factors ............................................................................. 80 
Helpful factors from others at the time of survey administration (June - 
September 2013) .......................................................................................... 81 
Most helpful factors overall ......................................................................... 82 
Helpful factors for the self ........................................................................... 83 
Immediate unhelpful factors ......................................................................... 83 
Unhelpful factors at the time of survey administration (June - September 
2013) ............................................................................................................. 84 
Worst things overall ..................................................................................... 85 
Support Figures ...................................................................................................... 86 
Teenager’s perceptions of others’ awareness of their needs ........................ 86 
Other types of people and what they did to help .......................................... 87 
School setting ............................................................................................... 89 
Help from teachers and other students ................................................ 89 
Helping and talking to other students ................................................. 90 
 
CHAPTER SIX: STUDY 1 DISCUSSION ................................................................. 92 
Physical Basics ...................................................................................................... 92 
Secondary Stressors ............................................................................................... 94 
Social Support ........................................................................................................ 96 
Psychological Impact ............................................................................................. 98 
Coping .................................................................................................................. 101 
Talking ....................................................................................................... 101 
Information and communication ................................................................ 102 
Normality and routine ................................................................................ 104 
Entertainment and distraction ..................................................................... 105 
School .................................................................................................................. 106 
Support ....................................................................................................... 106 
Unhelpful school factors ............................................................................ 107 
School deciles ............................................................................................. 108 
Support Figures .................................................................................................... 110 
Parents ........................................................................................................ 110 
Siblings ....................................................................................................... 111 
Friends and other students .......................................................................... 113 
Teachers ..................................................................................................... 114 
 viii 
Community ................................................................................................. 114 
Gender .................................................................................................................. 115 
Recovery .............................................................................................................. 117 
External factors .......................................................................................... 118 
Rebuild .............................................................................................. 118 
Support .............................................................................................. 119 
Comments or actions of other people ............................................... 119 
Personal factors .......................................................................................... 121 
Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 121 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN: STUDY 2 METHODOLOGY ................................................ 123 
Design .................................................................................................................. 123 
Focus groups subsequent to the survey ...................................................... 124 
Recruitment .......................................................................................................... 125 
Sampling strategy ....................................................................................... 125 
Recruiting schools ...................................................................................... 126 
Participants .......................................................................................................... 127 
Group characteristics .................................................................................. 129 
Homogeneity ..................................................................................... 129 
Friendship groups ............................................................................. 129 
Gender make-up ................................................................................ 130 
Sample size. ................................................................................................ 131 
Procedure ............................................................................................................. 131 
Ethical Considerations ......................................................................................... 133 
Data Analysis ....................................................................................................... 133 
Process. ....................................................................................................... 134 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT: STUDY 2 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION ............................ 136 
Individual ............................................................................................................. 140 
Personal perception of the seriousness of the earthquake [Immediate] ..... 140 
Personal involvement in the community response [Immediate] ................ 141 
How teenagers helped their community ........................................... 142 
Benefits of helping out ...................................................................... 142 
Restrictions to helping out ................................................................ 145 
Relocation [Immediate + Inbetween] ......................................................... 147 
Stayed in Christchurch ...................................................................... 147 
Left Christchurch .............................................................................. 148 
Negative psychological impact .................................................................. 149 
Fear and stress ................................................................................... 149 
Immediate ................................................................................ 149 
Immediate + Inbetween ........................................................... 149 
Changes in behaviour due to fear [Immediate] ....................... 150 
Changes in behaviour due to fear [Year of Focus Group] ...... 150 
Guilt .................................................................................................. 151 
 ix 
Immediate ................................................................................ 151 
Year of Focus Groups .............................................................. 151 
Shock [Immediate] ............................................................................ 151 
Perception of personal recovery ................................................................. 152 
Family .................................................................................................................. 156 
Importance of family [Immediate] ............................................................. 156 
Family support [Immediate] ....................................................................... 156 
Impact of parent-child differences in earthquake experiences. .................. 158 
Immediate ......................................................................................... 158 
Immediate + Inbetween .................................................................... 158 
Post-disaster psychological impact on family members [Immediate +  
Inbetween]. ................................................................................................. 159 
School .................................................................................................................. 163 
School support. ........................................................................................... 163 
Immediate ......................................................................................... 163 
Immediate + Inbetween .................................................................... 163 
Educational support [Inbetween] ............................................................... 164 
Teacher support (or lack of) [Immediate] ......................................... 166 
Educational impact. .................................................................................... 167 
Immediate ......................................................................................... 167 
Inbetween .......................................................................................... 167 
Community .......................................................................................................... 169 
Support ....................................................................................................... 169 
Immediate ......................................................................................... 169 
Inbetween .......................................................................................... 169 
East versus West [Immediate + Inbetween] ............................................... 170 
Rebuild ....................................................................................................... 173 
Consultation of youth [Inbetween] ................................................... 173 
Pace of the rebuild [Inbetween + Year of Focus Groups] ................ 176 
Benefits of rebuilding faster [Year of Focus Groups] ............. 177 
University plans [Year of Focus Groups] ......................................... 178 
National ................................................................................................................ 179 
Support [Immediate] .................................................................................. 179 
Media coverage [Immediate + Inbetween] ................................................. 179 
Negatives .......................................................................................... 179 
Positives ............................................................................................ 181 
International ......................................................................................................... 182 
International media coverage [Immediate] ................................................ 182 
Japan earthquake [Immediate] .......................................................... 182 
International students in Canterbury [Immediate] ..................................... 183 
Less affected by the earthquakes ...................................................... 183 
Family outside of New Zealand ........................................................ 185 
To stay or leave Christchurch? ......................................................... 186 
Language ........................................................................................... 187 
 x 
Participants' Advice for Future Planning ............................................................. 188 
Advice to support youth based on personal experience ............................. 188 
Advice from international students ............................................................ 190 
How can youth help themselves? ............................................................... 191 
Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 193 
 
CHAPTER NINE: SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS ........................................ 194 
Summary of Main Findings ................................................................................. 194 
Social support ............................................................................................. 195 
Individual ................................................................................................... 197 
Psychological impact ........................................................................ 197 
Youths' perceptions of seriousness ................................................... 199 
Need for physical basics ................................................................... 200 
Relocation ......................................................................................... 201 
Need for entertainment and distraction ............................................. 202 
The value of talking .......................................................................... 203 
The school setting ....................................................................................... 204 
Contributions to Existing Literature .................................................................... 206 
Benefits to my clinical practice and development as a researcher ............. 208 
Final Recommendations ...................................................................................... 209 
Limitations ........................................................................................................... 213 
Future Research ................................................................................................... 215 
 
 






















LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 1. Common acute stress responses ........................................................................ 12 
Table 2. Description of Study 1 consenting schools ....................................................... 62 
Table 3. Description of Study 1 non-consenting schools ................................................ 62 
Table 4. Frequencies and percentages of participants who either moved within or   
outside of Christchurch at any time following the initial September 2010 earthquake 
until June-September 2013 .............................................................................................. 74 
Table 5. Coding scheme and frequency of response categories for participants’ reported 
needs in the first two weeks following their worst earthquake ....................................... 75 
Table 6. Frequencies and percentages of the extent to which participants’ reported needs 
were met in the first two weeks ....................................................................................... 76 
Table 7. Mean differences between participants’ ratings of the extent to which the three 
most common needs (physical basics, psychological needs, social support) were met, 
including significance values .......................................................................................... 77 
Table 8. Frequency, mean ratings and standard deviations (SD) of the extent to which 
reported needs were met according to school decile ....................................................... 79 
Table 9. Coding scheme and frequencies for helpful factors in the first two weeks 
following participants’ worst earthquake ........................................................................ 81 
Table 10. Coding scheme and frequencies of helpful things received at the time of 
survey administration (June-September 2013) ................................................................ 82 
Table 11. Coding scheme and frequency for the most helpful factor overall to  
date .................................................................................................................................. 82 
Table 12. Coding scheme and frequencies of helpful things participants were doing for 
themselves at the time of survey administration (June-September 2013) ....................... 83 
Table 13. Coding scheme and frequencies for unhelpful factors in the first two weeks 
following participants’ worst earthquake ........................................................................ 84 
Table 14. Coding scheme and frequencies of unhelpful things at the time of survey 
administration (June-September 2013) ........................................................................... 85 
Table 15. Coding scheme and frequencies for worst things overall to date ................... 86 
Table 16. Frequencies and percentages of participants’ ratings of the extent to which 
parents, siblings, and friends knew what they needed .................................................... 87 
Table 17. Mean differences between participant’s ratings for the extent to which 
parents, siblings, and friends knew their needs, including significance values .............. 87 
 xii 
Table 18. Frequencies and percentages of participants’ ratings of the extent to which 
they received help from teachers and other students ...................................................... 89 
Table 19. Frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations (SD) for   
participant’s ratings of the extent to which they helped and talked to other  
students ............................................................................................................................ 91 
Table 20. Description of Study 2 consenting schools ................................................... 126 
Table 21. Description of Study 2 non-consenting schools ............................................ 127 
Table 22. Description of focus groups .......................................................................... 128 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 1. Geographical quadrants using the city centre as the reference point ............... 60 
Figure 2. Distribution of most important needs according to school decile ................... 78 
Figure 3. Distribution of most important needs according to gender ............................. 80 
Figure 4. Distribution of helpful things done or talked about by different groups of 
support people ................................................................................................................. 88 
Figure 5. Thematic map showing seven major areas and associated themes ................ 138 
Figure 6. An ecological model of six major areas identified by teenagers following the 
Canterbury earthquakes, organised according to three time periods (‘Then’, 















LIST OF APPENDICES 
 
Appendix A. Survey (including information sheet) (Study 1) ...................................... 249 
Appendix B. Full list of all code categories, including frequencies, code descriptions 
and examples (Study 1) ................................................................................................. 263 
Appendix C. Summary of findings sent to participating schools (Study 1) .................. 290 
Appendix D. Participant information sheet (Study 2) ................................................... 294 
Appendix E. Participant consent form (Study 2) .......................................................... 296 
Appendix F. Confidentiality agreement (Study 2) ........................................................ 297 
Appendix G. Guiding questions for focus group discussions (domestic participants) 
(Study 2) ........................................................................................................................ 298 
Appendix H. Guiding questions for focus group discussions (international participants) 
(Study 2) ........................................................................................................................ 300 
Appendix I. Summary of findings sent to participating schools (Study 2) ................... 302 
Appendix J. Final thematic table of seven major areas, including complete set of themes 
and codes identified in the data (Study 2) ..................................................................... 307 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
